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Basic Instrument 
 

Inter-American Convention for the Protection and Conservation of Sea Turtles 

 

Member Nations 
  

Argentina, Belize, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Panamá, México, Netherlands Antilles, 

Peru, United States, Uruguay, and Venezuela 

 

Description 
  

A.  Mission/Purpose:   

 

The Convention entered into force on May 2, 2001, with nine signatory nations ratifying--Brazil, Costa Rica, 

Ecuador, Honduras, Mexico, the Netherlands on behalf of the Netherlands Antilles, Peru, the United States, and 

Venezuela.  Nicaragua has signed, but has not yet completed their internal ratification processes and/or deposited 

instruments of ratification.  Argentina and Chile are the most recent Parties to join. The Convention is open for 

accession to all countries of the Inter-American region.   

 

The IAC is the first binding regional agreement for protecting sea turtles and their habitats in the Western 

Hemisphere.  The stated purpose of the Convention is "to promote the protection, conservation and recovery of sea 

turtle populations and of the habitats on which they depend, based on the best available scientific evidence, taking 

into account the environmental, socioeconomic and cultural characteristics of the Parties.” The Convention’s efforts 

to date have included calling attention to the most endangered sea turtle species, such as Leatherbacks and 

Hawksbills, as well as calling on countries to address sea turtle bycatch in fisheries and climate change. 

 

B.  Organizational Structure: 

 

The Convention provides for the creation of an Executive Secretary, a Consultative Committee of Experts, and a 

Scientific Committee.  The Consultative Committee, among other things, reviews and analyzes information relating 

to the protection and conservation of populations of sea turtles and their habitats; examines reports concerning the 

environmental, socio-economic and cultural impact on affected communities resulting from the measures set forth or 

adopted pursuant to the Convention; and evaluates the efficiency of the different measures proposed to reduce the 

capture and incidental mortality of sea turtles, as well as the efficiency of different kinds of Turtle Excluder Devices 

(TEDs).  The Scientific Committee examines and, as appropriate, may conduct research on sea turtles covered by 

the Convention, including research on their biology and population dynamics.  As appropriate it may also evaluate 

the environmental impact on sea turtles and their habitats of activities such as fishing operations and the exploitation 

of marine resources, coastal development, dredging, pollution, clogging of estuaries and reef deterioration, among 

other things.   

 

At the fourth Conference of Parties in April 2009, the Parties agreed to move the Secretariat Pro Tempore to the 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in Arlington, VA and to authorize the National Marine Sanctuary Foundation as the 

manager of the IAC Special Fund.  This arrangement was renewed in June 2011 at the 5
th

 Conference of Parties and 

then again in June 2013 at the 6
th

 Conference of Parties. This arrangement is up for consideration at the June 2013 

Conference of Parties meeting. The official website for the organization is http://www.iacseaturtle.org/ 

 

Status 
 

The IAC's initial meeting of member countries--the First Conference of the Parties (IAC COP1)--took place in San 

José, Costa Rica on August 6–8, 2002.  Delegates from all 11 signatory countries were present, along with 27 

observers from 10 countries.  The goal of COP1 was primarily to create procedural rules and bylaws.   Because there 

was not enough time to address all of the specific items set out in the Convention to be accomplished at the first 

http://www.iacseaturtle.org/docs/Texto-CIT-ESP.pdf
http://www.iacseaturtle.org/


COP, the Parties decided to suspend COP1 and resume it in August 2003 in San Jose.  At this session, the Parties 

were able to come to agreement on the outstanding substantive items on the agenda--the rules of procedure and the 

terms of reference for the Consultative Committee of Experts and the Scientific Committee.  Agreement was also 

reached with regard to guidelines for international cooperation and the 2004 work program for the Secretariat Pro 

Tempore.  

 

Several delegations raised the issue of funding for the IAC.  It was stressed that adequate and reliable sources of 

funding must be secured in order to ensure the continued operation of the pro tempore Secretariat and to assist 

Parties in implementing the provisions of the IAC.  While it was recognized that most Parties contribute to the 

implementation of the IAC through their national efforts to protect and conserve sea turtles, financial contributions 

are necessary to support the work of the Secretariat Pro Tempore and the meetings of the Parties.  To address this 

situation, Peru proposed that a minimum voluntary contribution from each Party in the amount of US$2,000 be 

established.  The Parties agreed, but several delegations noted that financial contributions to the IAC are voluntary 

and so Parties may not all be able to meet the minimum level each year.  

 

The Second Conference of the Parties took place in Isla de Margarita, Venezuela, 16-18 November, 2004.  

Delegates from 10 of the 11 signatory countries were present (Ecuador did not attend), along with observer states 

Nicaragua and Panama, and observers representing the United Nations Environment Program, OLDEPESCA, and 

11 non-governmental organizations.  At COP2 the Parties constituted the Consultative Committee, finalized the 

format for the annual report form, extended the Secretariat Pro Tempore, continued discussions on the agreement of 

the structure of the Scientific Committee (SC), passed the IAC's first resolution (a largely advisory resolution on 

conservation of the leatherback sea turtle) and concluded its first Memorandum of Understanding between the IAC 

and the regional South American fisheries development organization OLDEPESCA.   

 

The Third Conference of the Parties took place in September 2006 in Mazatlán, Mexico.  Delegates from all 

signatory nations attended and, for the first time, Canada (non-signatory) sent an official observer.  The primary 

issues discussed and decisions made included: rules of procedure for the Scientific Committee, establishment and 

funding of a permanent Secretariat, and revisions to the annual national report format.  The Parties adopted two 

resolutions; (1) convening a meeting to discuss the status of the hawksbill in the wider Caribbean, and (2) promotion 

of sea turtle bycatch avoidance and mitigation techniques adopted by FAO.   

 

In October of 2007, the IAC held its first Extraordinary meeting to discuss the establishment of a Permanent 

Secretariat and to negotiate a voluntary contribution scheme. The first two days of the meeting were restricted to the 

heads of the delegation and the afternoon of the third day was open to observers. The Parties agreed to a procedure 

for selecting the Permanent Secretary and a process for selecting the location of Permanent Secretariat. The Parties 

also agreed to a voluntary contribution scheme for 2008.   

 

The fourth Conference of Parties was moved from the fall of 2008 to the spring of 2009. At the fourth Conference of 

Parties in April of 2009, the Parties agreed to host the Secretariat Pro Tempore in Arlington, VA at the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, as well as selecting a new Secretary Pro Tempore, agreeing to the 2009-2011 contribution scheme, 

a resolution on Climate Change and choosing the United States to be Chair of the Conference of Parties.  

 

The 5
th

 Conference of Parties met in Bonaire in June 2011. The major agenda items included renewing the Secretary 

Pro Tempore’s contract, establishing a process to identify a permanent location for the Secretariat, adopting the 

procedures for establishing exceptions to the prohibitions outlined in the Convention, adopting a new annual report 

form, adopting a delegate travel support fund, updating the Terms of Reference for the Consultative and Scientific 

Committees, adopting an MOU between IAC and IATTC, and adopting the 2011-2012 work plan and budget.  

 

In June 2013, the government of Ecuador hosted the 6
th

 Conference of Parties at the Galapagos National Park. The 

COP addressed several administrative issues related to eventually transitioning the Secretary Pro Tempore to a 

Permanent Secretariat. In addition, the COP adopted several conservation measures including adopting the first 

requests from exceptions to the Conventions prohibition on the collection of sea turtles eggs. These exceptions are 

granted only for subsistence, traditional communities if there is a management plan in place with regular review. 

The Consultative Committee and the Secretariat Pro Tempore are working closely with Guatemala and Panama on 

the implementation of these exceptions. Further, the COP agreed that Parties will only use index nesting beach 

information from now on in their annual reports. This allows the Scientific Committee to analyze the data for trends. 



This is a significant step as several countries in the region do not currently have index nesting beaches identified. 

And finally, the COP outlined a plan for addressing the critical status of endangered Pacific Leatherbacks and are 

working to implement this plan intersessionally. 

 

Future Meetings 

 

The next Conference of Parties will be held in the late spring/early summer of 2015. The major agenda topics 

include determining the legal status of the Secretariat, selecting the location of the permanent Secretariat, reviewing 

implementation of the Convention’s resolutions and determining the budget for the next two years.   

 

 

Staff Contacts 
 

NOAA Fisheries: 

 

Alexis Gutierrez / Barbara Schroeder 

Office of Protected Resources, F/PR2 

National Marine Fisheries Service, NOAA 

1315 East-West Highway 

Silver Spring, MD  20910 

Telephone:  (301) 713-2332 

Fax: (301) 713-4060 

Department of State: 

 

Steve Wilger 

Office of Marine Conservation (OES/OMC) 

U.S. Department of State 

Washington, DC 20520-7818 

Telephone:  (202) 647-2335    

Fax:  (202) 736-7350 

 

 


